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obedience to tradition ; although, from the nature of the
case, it can seldom be possible to attain more than a
speculative probability in regard to such transformations
and developments. As an example of processes of this
kind, we may note Robertson Smith's speculation to the
effect that the ever-burning altar fire, which became
among so many peoples a symbol and a condition of the
life and prosperity of a people or a city, was a re-inter-
preted survival of the fire which originally was used to
consume the parts of the sacrificial victim too holy to be
otherwise disposed of.1 And of many of the symbolical
rites of the higher religions it has been shown that they
may with some plausibility be regarded as re-interpreted
survivals of older rituals.

Dr. A. Beck 2 goes further, and argues forcibly that
all, or most, myths and dogmas, and, in fact, all religious
conceptions of the lower cultures, were arrived at by
this process of re-interpretation of survivals of practices
once of practical utility.

Among some peoples the conservative power of
imitation is, of course, displayed much more strongly
than among others. The force of custom is generally
supreme among peoples at a low level of culture. Among
them the sufficient justification and supreme sanction
of all action is custom. And, even after a people has
made considerable progress in the scale of civilisation,
it is always liable to become fixed and stationary once
more under the supremacy of tradition ; then no innova-
tion, no invention made within the nation, no ideas
coming from outside it, can obtain a foothold or find
general acceptance within it, because no individual and
no other people has in the eyes of that people a prestige
that can rival the prestige of its own past and of the great
men of its own past history. A society, arrived at a fair
level of civilisation and sufficiently strongly organised to
resist violent attacks from without, may persist through
long ages almost unchanged, as we see in the case of the
Chinese people. Then, with every generation that passes

1 Religion of the Semites.

2 Die Nachahmung, Leipzig, 1903.